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Abstract: Among food and drink items given as
diplomatic gifts, mangoes are a frequent choice of South
Asian political leaders. They help build and maintain
diplomatic relationships, serving as sweet calling cards and
promoting the products of local mango growers. The fact
many regional political leaders themselves own mango
orchards adds a personal quality to the gifts. The use of
mangoes as diplomatic gifts is encouraged by their
desirability and low cost, removing potential concerns
around bribery. Their seasonality promotes regular, annual
gifting at harvest time. Mango gifts to fellow South Asian
leaders are based around a mutual love of the fruit,
combined with a desire to showcase prized local varieties
and implicitly assert their superiority. Gifts outside this
region may be linked to efforts to build mango exports in
an increasingly competitive global market. They have also
been used as part of strategies to unblock obstacles to
exporting the fruit. Historically, mangoes gifted to
countries where the fruit was unknown were objects of
wonder, emphasising the exoticism of the gifting polity.
Mangoes gifted to Chairman Mao in 1968 became objects
of veneration when regifted by the Chinese leader,
spawning a mango cult.

The mango is a diplomatic gift favoured particularly by
political leaders in South Asia. To understand why, it is
first necessary to say something about diplomatic gifts in
general, something about the attractions of food and drink
as diplomatic gifts, and something specifically about the
gifting of fruit.
Diplomatic gifts date to prehistory; a part of diplomatic
engagement found across the world and across all eras
(Brummell 2022, 1-2). French sociologist Marcel Mauss, in
his seminal 1925 study on gift exchange, Essai sur le don,
identifies a social function at the heart of the gift economy.
For Mauss, a social relationship is created and maintained
by gifting, an act binding giver and receiver. He
distinguishes this from commodity exchange, where no
enduring link is generated between buyer and seller (Mauss
1966). When, at some point in prehistory, two distinct
and separated groups realised they needed to grant an
emissary the ability to deliver unmolested a message
between them in order to conduct business, diplomacy was
born. An ongoing social relationship between the groups
facilitates such exchanges. Gifts, providing a means of
establishing and maintaining such a relationship, have
therefore always been associated with diplomacy.

While the creation and maintenance of a social
relationship is at the heart of gift exchange, it is not the
only objective behind the giving of diplomatic gifts. Gifts
may be used to underline authority and power, as seen in
the gifting of robes of honour by Ottoman sultans to those
they considered subordinates (Brummell 2022, 113-18).
They may be offered to secure a greater return: for example,
a gift offered as a bribe. Or they may serve as a form of soft
power, showcasing the technological sophistication or
cultural achievements of the gifting polity. The gifting of
luxuriant silks by Byzantine rulers and that of Sèvres
porcelain by eighteenth-century French monarchs are
examples. Diplomatic gifts might also be chosen to support
export goals. Thus Saxon diplomatic gifts of Meissen
porcelain to the Russian Empress Elizabeth helped fuel a
taste for Meissen among the Russian aristocracy
(Brummell 2022, 141). The choice of gifted object is
typically that of the giver, and serves their objectives, a
point the citizens of Troy should have borne in mind when
presented with a gift horse by the Greeks.
A huge range of objects has been used as diplomatic
gifts, but they frequently stand out from items of quotidian
exchange. Doris Behrens-Abouseif, in a study of gift
exchange involving the Mamluk Sultanate of medieval
Egypt, identifies the Islamic concept of tuhaf, or ‘marvels’,
as an important consideration in the choice of gifts
(Behrens-Abouseif 2016, 17). Diplomatic gifts were
intended to generate wonderment in the recipient. The
widespread use of exotic animals as diplomatic gifts, from
the giraffe presented to Lorenzo de’ Medici in 1487 to the
‘panda diplomacy’ of modern China, suggests that the
choice of items intended to enrapture the recipient has long
been an important consideration in diplomatic gifting.
Food and Drink as Diplomatic Gifts
Food and drink have a distinctive place among diplomatic
gifts, arising from their necessary role in diplomacy. A
visiting diplomatic envoy must eat. In late sixteenthcentury Venice, the government saw it as its duty to provide
hospitality to visiting diplomatic delegations, not just in
the form of elegant banquets, but also through funding
everything consumed by the visitors during their stay,
including through a gift package provided on arrival,
known as refrescamenti, or ‘refreshments’. Its contents were
both luxurious and designed to highlight Venetian
specialities, typically including sugar, nuts, spices, a range
of meat or fish, fresh fruits and a barrel of Moscato wine, as
well as sweet confections such as the sugar-coated nuts or
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fruits known as confetti (Mesotten 2017, 136-7). Such
generosity has not however been typical of all times and
places. During missions in which host and visitor
represented different cultures, with different diplomatic
practices, there was much room for awkwardness and
misunderstanding. In the 1793 embassy to China of
George Macartney, which sought (unsuccessfully) to open
that country’s markets to British trade, the Chinese
provided plentiful food and drink for the entire stay of the
delegation, a largesse not typical of western European
diplomacy at the time. Macartney attempted to argue that
his embassy could pay its way, but quickly acquiesced in
Chinese provisioning; a show of superiority on the part of
the Qianlong emperor (Harrison 2018, 79-80).
While the provisioning of a visiting diplomatic mission
through the gifting of food and drink may thus involve a
considerable outlay, even where a visiting delegation pays
its way the host may offer a meal or reception for the
visitors. Dining occasions can provide informal settings for
discussions, allowing for a more relaxed environment than
conversations across a negotiating table, the act of breaking
bread suggestive of friendship. They may provide occasions
too for gastro-diplomacy, where national cuisine is
highlighted as a form of soft power (Brummell 2020, 67).
The State banquet hosted by Irish President Mary
McAleese at Dublin Castle in May 2011 for the historic
visit of Queen Elizabeth II was for example carefully
crafted to present the diplomatic, cultural and culinary
identity of the Republic of Ireland through a menu crafted
by Ross Lewis, Chef Patron of Chapter One Restaurant in
Dublin, to include the best Irish ingredients and dishes,
the main course centred on Irish beef (Mahon 2015).
The role of food and drink as diplomatic gifts is not
restricted to their nature as items necessary for the functioning
of a diplomatic mission. They can also be given as gifts pure and
simple, designed to be taken away at the end of the mission, in
the same way as a gift of textiles, or porcelain, or indeed pandas.
They have many helpful attributes in this regard. Unfamiliar
food and drink products can generate a sense of wonderment
in the recipient. Gifting copious amounts of food, especially in
conditions of scarcity in the recipient polity, can demonstrate
power as well as largesse. Gifts of food and drink characteristic
of the gifting country can showcase its agricultural wealth and
cuisine, and may also form part of gastro-diplomacy initiatives.
Food and drink gifts have a further quality stemming from the
association of eating and drinking with conviviality and
friendship: they hint at a warm relationship between giver and
receiver. Thus, in December 2003, the sultan of Brunei gave US
President Bush a large gift package of pleasant holiday-season
items, incorporating such convivial contents as a Lady
McDuffies lemon cheesecake, the work of a bakery in Clarence,
New York (Office of the Chief of Protocol 2004). There is an
obverse side to this consideration: since food and drink are
meant to be ingested, partaking of such a gift requires trust
(Bercusson 2009, 219). Food and drink gifts may not simply
symbolise a warm relationship, but also serve as tests of it.
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Diplomatic Gifts of Fruit
Gifts of fruit have further specific advantages. Their
sweetness accentuates associations with pleasantness. Their
seasonality lends itself to repetition, and to the
development of an annual tradition that can reinforce a
social relationship. Gifts of fruit that allude to a homegrown origin in the gifter’s orchards may suggest a friendly
and personal relationship. When British Prime Minister
Theresa May visited Washington in 2017, she gave First
Lady Melania Trump a hamper of food items from her
official country retreat at Chequers, among them damson
jam, apple juice and marmalade (Craig 2017). There are
some practical advantages in gifting fruit. It can assist in
addressing a glut in the product at harvest time. And as a
low-cost item it can assuage any concerns around
attempted bribery and avoid falling foul of restrictions
placed by some polities on the acceptance of gifts from
foreign sources. Sarah Bercusson, while exploring the lives
of three Habsburg archduchesses who married into
sixteenth-century Italian courts, identifies a gendered
dimension to the gifting of food items such as fruit, which
were deployed more widely by the archduchesses than their
husbands in building social networks. She argues that the
home-made quality and low cost of such gifts favoured
their use by the archduchesses. Thus, Giovanna d’Austria,
the wife of Francesco I de’ Medici, gifted home-made jams
and pastes to both pope and Holy Roman Emperor
(Bercusson 2009, 217).
Loek Luiten, studying the gifting strategies of the
Farnese dynasty in fifteenth-century Italy, argues that the
importance of fruit as a gift stemmed from its association
with the nobility. This was in part because of the expense of
cultivating fruit trees, which generated returns only after
years of careful tendering, and in part because of a cosmic
hierarchy in Renaissance culture based on the vicinity of
plants to the ground, with high-growing fruits at the
pinnacle and earth-growing vegetables such as turnips
considered as food worthy only of lower classes of people
(Luiten 2019). Fruit was used as gifts to maintain social
networks, serving not just as indicators of nobility but
specifically linking the gifter with the ownership of landed
possessions. In a similar vein, fresh fruit was among the
gifts frequently given and received by Isabella d’Este, the
early sixteenth-century wife of Francesco II Gonzaga,
marquis of Mantua (Fisher 2020, 86).
Mangoes as Gifts in South Asia
The mango (Mangifera indica L.), a perennial fruit tree,
probably evolved within the area of north-western
Myanmar, Bangladesh and north-eastern India (Mukherjee
and Litz 2009, 8). It has been cultivated on the Indian
subcontinent for perhaps 4,000 years. It may have been first
introduced to East Africa in the tenth century by Persian
or Arab traders, was later transported by the Portuguese
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from their Indian to African colonies, and later still on to
Brazil. The Spaniards introduced the mango to their New
World colonies via the Philippines. The mango reached the
Caribbean in the eighteenth century and Florida in the
nineteenth. In the second half of the twentieth century,
plantings of Florida cultivars were established in many
countries (Mukherjee and Litz 2009, 10-11).
The mango is now a major fruit crop across the tropics
and subtropics. It remains particularly important in the
Indian subcontinent, where it is sometimes referred to as
the ‘king of fruits’, closely entwined with the culture of the
region. The cultivation of mangoes received a major
impetus under the Mughal emperors, especially Akbar in
the sixteenth century, who created a huge orchard of
100,000 mango trees, the ‘Lakh Bagh’ near Darbhanga in
Bihar. The encyclopaedic Ain-i-Akbari, written during
Akbar’s reign, provides a lengthy account of the mango and
its varieties (Rajan 2021, 3). Beloved by rich and poor, it
symbolises the heat of summer across South Asia; a
meeting in a mango grove a classic venue for lovers’ trysts in
Indian literature (Weisman 1986). The mango is the
national fruit of both India and Pakistan and the national
tree of Bangladesh.
Gifting has long been associated with mangoes in South
Asia. The Mughals not only promoted the planting of
mangoes but also the gifting of the fruit as a court tribute
(Doctor 2017). The Portuguese also esteemed them, and a
gift of mangoes is mentioned in the 1563 Colóquios dos
simples e drogas da India, written by Portuguese physician
and botanist Garcia da Orta, who had been granted a long
lease of the island of Bombay, which he sublet to one Simão
Toscano (Reddy 1939, 542). Orta records that Toscano
brought to him in Goa a basket of mangoes for
presentation to the governor. He duly presented them, but
not before sampling half a dozen of the mangoes first (Da
Cunha 2004, 108).
The principle that gifts serve the objectives of the giver
applies to the gifting of mangoes, a point demonstrated by
the actions of Osman Ali Khan, Nizam of Hyderabad,
described in a 1937 Time magazine feature as the
wealthiest man in the world (Cohen 2007A, 1). The Nizam,
who presided over the largest princely state of British India,
was not simply fabulously wealthy. He was also
characterised by his supporters as thrifty and by his
detractors as miserly (Pernau 2000, 267). He corrupted the
traditional system of nazr, an offering made as an
acknowledgement of sovereignty, into a means of
extracting money from almost everyone he came into
contact with (Pernau 2000, 258). He had a particular habit
of sending gifts of mangoes and other unsolicited items and
demanding a generous nazr in return. Thus, he sent
mangoes and a reclining chair to the maharaja of the
subordinate polity of Gadwal, together with a note pricing
the items: two sovereigns for the mangoes (Cohen 2007A,
135). The Court of Wards, an institution originating in
Tudor England, was used in India to shelter child heirs and
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their estates, releasing them to autonomy upon reaching
the age of maturity. The Nizam would send a cart of
mangoes to the Court, along with a note demanding
payment for the fruit. Officers of the Court resorted to
selling fruit from their offices, but otherwise had to deduct
the expenses from the accounts of the subordinate rulers in
their charge (Cohen 2007B, 417-8).
The sending out of part of the crop as gifts is a tradition
among mango growers across South Asia. In some places,
this can be a considerable logistical operation. Faisal
Kachhelo, a member of one of the largest mango-growing
families of the Sindh province of southern Pakistan, told
journalists in 2012 that his family sent between 25,000
and 30,000 cartons of mangoes as gifts, including to local,
national, and international political leaders, amongst them
the British queen. In rural Sindh, the political leadership is
heavily drawn from the major landowners of the area, and
the gifting of mangoes is a strategy of many local political
leaders, who offer gifts to both rivals and allies (Tunio
2012). The annual gifting of mangoes maintains and
develops the giver’s social networks, offering a gift that will
be appreciated while demonstrating the wealth of their
land and its produce, thus combining elements of sharing
and showing off.
Mango Diplomacy
The use of mangoes as diplomatic gifts by the leaders of
South Asian states is an extension of that practice. The
status of the mango as an emblematic product of India,
Pakistan and Bangladesh makes it well suited to the role.
Thus, in July 2021, Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina sent some 2,600kg of the prized local Haribhanga
variety of mangoes as a gift for her Indian counterpart
Narendra Modi and other prominent Indian politicians
(Basu 2021). The president of the Maldives and prime
minister of Pakistan were among other recipients of
separate Bangladeshi consignments of mangoes. Gifts of
mangoes to neighbouring leaders have been maintained
even when the bilateral relationship has been thorny. Thus,
Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif sent 10 kg of
mangoes to his Indian counterpart and another 15 kg to
the Indian president on the occasion of Eid in July 2015,
notwithstanding a particularly tense period in the difficult
relationship between the two countries (Vij 2015). The
larger quantity gifted to the president presumably reflects
the formal seniority of this office as head of state. Such gifts
represent a desire to keep at least some channels of
communication open. More generally, gifts of mangoes
between South Asian leaders speak to a combination of a
wish for sweet relationships and an assertion of the
superiority of the prized varieties being offered against the
regional competition.
South Asian leaders have also given mangoes to political
leaders outside the region. While such gifts also aim to
maintain and develop relationships, a wider mix of
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objectives seems to be at play in this ‘out of area’ gifting of
mangoes. Diplomatic gifts may be part of an export
strategy aimed at developing new markets for the product.
In 1937 the colonial administration in Mumbai sent a
consignment of mangoes to London as part of the
celebrations around the coronation of King George VI.
Improvements in transport routes, and technology, made
such long-distance transportation of fruit more feasible,
but this was still no straightforward undertaking, and the
relatively thick-skinned Alphonso variety was selected for
the task (Doctor 2019). The mangoes would have underlined
the wealth and exoticism of the new king’s colonies, but
also aimed to help develop a wider market for the fruit.
Trade promotion was at the heart of a consignment of
close to 500kg of mangoes sent from Mumbai to Tokyo in
June 2021 under an initiative of Invest India in partnership
with the Agricultural and Processed Food Products Export
Development Authority. The mangoes were distributed by
the Indian embassy in Tokyo as gifts to officials and
samples to buyers. This gift was part of a wider effort by
India to capture a larger share of the Japanese mango market,
an effort that encompassed also the holding of a ‘Mango
Festival of India 2021’ in Tokyo (Invest India 2021).
This export-development goal of the gifting of mangoes
outside the immediate region must be seen in the context
of a rapid expansion in the number of mango producing
countries, encompassing much of the tropical and
subtropical world (Evans and Mendoza 2009, 606). While
India remains the largest producer, it has been eclipsed by
Mexico as the major exporting country of the fruit
(Mukherjee and Litz 2009, 15). In attempting to thrive
against this growing global competition for export
markets, the gifting of mangoes by South Asian leaders
serves as a calling card for exporters, underlining the
linkages between the fruit and the gifting country. There
are some parallels here with the use of cigars as a diplomatic
gift by Cuba, where the gifting by Cuban President Fidel
Castro of his special Cohiba brand premium cigars helped
cement an identification of quality cigars with that country
(Brummell 2022, 289).
Diplomatic gifts of mangoes may also be targeted
specifically at the unblocking of obstacles to mango
exports. Japan had banned the import of Indian mangoes
in 1986 over concerns around the risks of infestation by
fruit flies (Business Standard 2006). Indian attempts to
persuade Japan to change its mind, which finally reached
fruition in 2006, involved a mix of the provision of
evidence to the Japanese authorities, invitations to Japanese
inspectors, and the introduction of vapour heat treatment.
Diplomatic gifts were also deployed, such as a box of Indian
mangoes gifted, according to the Indian press, by Kamal
Nath, Indian minister of commerce and industry, to
Shōichi Nakagawa, Japanese minister of agriculture,
forestry, and fisheries, at a meeting in Paris. The latter
reportedly neatly averted any awkwardness around having
to circumvent his own import regulations by consuming
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the mangoes in the French capital (Subramnaiam 2006).
The maze of international quarantine regulations, sanitary
and phytosanitary requirements and more recently
Covid-19 related regulations indeed may add to the
complexities around the diplomatic gifting of mangoes,
precluding their gifting to some countries.
While mangoes are now a familiar product in
supermarkets worldwide, diplomatic gifts to countries that
had not previously encountered the sweet mango had the
capacity to generate the wonderment in the recipient that
serves as the hallmark of the most remarkable diplomatic
gifts. The gift of mangoes to have had the most unusual
consequences was made on 4 August 1968 by Mian Arshad
Hussain, foreign minister of Pakistan, to Mao Zedong,
Chairman of the Communist Party of China, during an
official visit to that country. A pleasant gift, but not a
particularly remarkable one from the perspective of the
gifter. What made it exceptional was facilitated by the
unfamiliarity of the fruit in northern China in the late
1960s. Its propitious golden colour suggested authority and
wealth to the Chinese. A symbolic meaning was
appropriated for it from the story of the magical peach, the
‘longevity fruit’ that assured a long, healthy life (Murck
2007, 8; Chau 2010, 261-2).
The mangoes arrived during a turbulent moment in the
Chinese Cultural Revolution. The student-led Red Guards,
the vanguard of the first phase of the Cultural Revolution,
had become increasingly problematic, and were being
suppressed. In July 1968, workers from factories directed by
Mao were sent to Qinghua University in Beijing, to sort out
a campus skirmish between two militant Red Guard factions.
Mian Arshad Hussain’s gift was turned into something
extraordinary by two decisions. The first was taken by Mao.
Rather than eat the mangoes, he regifted them to the
workers occupying Qinghua University. The symbolic
meaning assigned to the mangoes had the effect of
emphasising the self-sacrificing quality of Mao’s actions: a
leader who had deliberately turned down the offer of long
life and given it instead to humble factory workers. The
Pakistani origin of the mangoes somewhat got in the way
of the Chinese reframing of the gift as one from Mao, and
Mian Arshad Hussain was rather erased from the story, the
Chinese press generally talking of mangoes received from
unspecified ‘foreign friends’ (Murck 2007, 4). While as
noted, diplomatic gifts are chosen to serve the objectives of
the giver, once given they may be recast by the recipient
better to suit the purposes of the latter. The second key
decision was taken not by Mao but by the factory workers
receiving the mangoes. They didn’t eat them either. They
venerated them. The gift represented a clear message from
Mao that they, the factory workers, now held official
approval rather than the Red Guards.
A single mango was sent to each factory whose workers
had been involved in the restoration of order at the
university. According to the memoirs of Mao’s doctor, Li
Zhisui, workers at the Beijing Textile Factory tried to
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preserve their mango by sealing it in wax, placing it on an
altar in the factory auditorium. It nonetheless started to rot
and was eventually boiled in a huge pot of water, with each
worker at the factory drinking a spoonful. They resolved
the problem of the now absent mango by placing a wax
model of the fruit on the altar, revering it as a symbol of
Mao’s gift. Wax replica mangoes were produced in large
quantities, presented in glass containers, and given to
factory workers and others. A full-blown mango fever
struck China, with images of the fruit appearing
everywhere from cotton quilt covers employing mango
designs to mango-brand cigarettes. The mango cult quickly
waned, particularly following Mao’s death in 1976. Many
wax mangoes were rather ignominiously converted to
candles to illuminate the home during power outages. An
object of veneration became a curio, even a somewhat risky
one (Murck 2007; Chau 2010).
Conclusion
Mangoes continue to be used widely as diplomatic gifts by
South Asian political leaders, drawing on the long tradition
of local mango growers gifting part of the crop. Such gifts
help build and maintain diplomatic relationships, serving
as sweet calling cards for the countries of the region and
promoting the products of local mango growers. The fact
many regional political leaders themselves own mango
orchards can add a personal quality to the gift. The
desirability of mangoes, their association with informal,
indeed somewhat joyously messy, consumption, and their
relatively low cost, removing potential concerns around
bribery, all encourage the use of mangoes as diplomatic
gifts. Their seasonality promotes their use in regular,
annual gifting at harvest time, making them particularly
useful gifts for the maintenance of relationships.
The mango as a gift to fellow leaders within South Asia
is based around a mutual love for this fruit, holding a
special place in the cultures of the subcontinent. A desire
to showcase prized local varieties and implicit assertion of
their superiority against the mangoes grown in the
recipient countries is also part of the equation. Gifts
outside of this region may be linked to efforts to build
export markets for local mangoes, particularly in the
context of an increasingly competitive global market, or as
part of strategies to unblock specific obstacles to exporting
the fruit. Historically, mangoes gifted to countries where
the fruit was unknown served as objects of wonder. In the
case of mangoes gifted to Chairman Mao in 1968 they had
a remarkable afterlife, becoming objects of veneration when
regifted by the Communist leader and spawning a cult of
the gifted mangoes. This aspect of wonderment has largely
disappeared as the mango has become more familiar
globally, and mangoes on the move today are less likely to
have unexpected consequences.
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